Women’s History Month Exhibit Nomination
Ruth Black

Personal Information:
Born: 1914, Swift Current, SK
Arrival in NWO: circa 1920s
Died: April 22, 1995 Thunder Bay, ON

Accomplishments related to:
Sport, Health Care, Community Development & Service

Biography:

Ruth Black was a trailblazer and role model for women in a variety of aspects of her life.
Whether it was in the sports arena, throughout her long and respected career in health care or
through her contributions to her community, she has left her mark in many ways.

During the 1920s and 30s women began to participate in organized sports on a scale not
previously seen and Ruth was one of the most prominent local athletes from this time period.
She demonstrated her versatility by being active and competitive in a number of different sports,
A stand out on the basketball court, Ruth played on many championship teams for both Fort
William Collegiate and the Fort William Vocational School. After graduating she was a referee
for the Girls Intercity High School League from 1934 to 1936 and played for the "Y" on many
championship teams in the Senior Women's League. On the volleyball court Ruth and her “Y”
teammates won the Women’s Intercity League championship title for six consecutive years in
the late 1930s and early '40s.

On the ice Ruth played senior women's hockey for the Fort William "Y" team and was reported
in the newspapers of the day as being a fine goal scorer and a strong skater with a powerful shot,
leading her team in scoring one year while playing defence.

While still a teenager she played in the Senior Women's Intercity League with a variety of teams
including the "Y", Golden Sprays and the Port Arthur South Ends. As in her other sport
endeavors, she claimed a number of championships, regularly contributing to her team’s success
at the plate and in the field playing practically all positions. In 1937 her talents saw her recruited
by Schreiber to play in the Women's Ontario Softball playoffs. After little practice due to a
stretch of cold fall weather and a long train ride, the Schreiber team successfully faced a number
of challenges from teams from southern Ontario, posting their only loss of the tournament in a
game against Toronto in the finals.

Along with her unparalleled athletic accomplishments, this exceptional athlete would also leave

her mark as a local hero for events that unfolded at the Lakehead Exhibition Grounds. In 1947 a
team of rampaging horses suddenly began to run amok, galloping with a large empty hay wagon
in tow and heading straight for the food booths. The description of the event noted that it was



Ruth who ran from the YWCA booth, caught the running team, gained control and brought them
to a stop. For her actions, Ruth was awarded a Lifetime Pass by the Canadian Lakehead
Exhibition and in 1948 was presented with the National Dow Award for Bravery due to her
selfless heroism, which saw her picture adorn the front page of the May 18, 1948 Toronto Daily
Star. A pioneer in the field of women’s sports in northwestern Ontario, she earned entry into the
Northwestern Ontario Sports Hall of Fame in 1985 in the Athlete category.

She was also a trailblazer in her working career. which saw her give close to 40 years of service
to health care at a time when women did not hold positions of power in that field. Starting as a
secretary at the newly opened Ontario Hospital farm in 1936 on the old Scott Highway, she went
on to become the assistant administrator of the Lakehead Psychiatric Hospital, retiring from that
position in 1973 as the lone female assistant administrator amongst the Ministry of Health’s
twenty-six facilities which were operating at that time. Highlights of that career also included
helping to coordinate the building plans for the LPH’s new location on Algoma Street and
organizing the hospital's Volunteer Services Group.

In addition to her contributions in sport, and her trailblazing career in healthcare, Ruth also
contributed greatly to her community as a volunteer with many organizations. She served on
such boards as the YMCA, Visitors and Convention Bureau and St. Andrew's Presbyterian
Church One of her lasting legacies was her work on the development of Thunder Bay’s
Soroptimist International Friendship Gardens which she, along with Rose Frim, proposed as that
groups Centennial Project in 1967.

As an individual who cared deeply for the well-being of her community, upon her passing in
1995 she left a number of financial bequests to a variety of organizations. She also left a large
sum to the Thunder Bay Community Foundation which established the Ruth Black Fund which
provides support to worthy groups each year, including a bursary at Confederation College and
the Ruth W. Black Memorial Graduate Bursary at Lakehead University.

I had the good fortune to know Ruth as she was a member of the Selection Committee when I
first began working at the Northwestern Ontario Sports Hall of Fame. She would always assist
us when called upon to participate in our educational programs. I always enjoyed listening to her
talk to the students about how sport had changed since her days of involvement. She would also
make a point to remind the young girls in the class to never doubt their abilities or be afraid to
follow their dreams in whatever they decided to do along their life’s journey, regardless of what
barriers might be put in their way.

Ruth Black truly was a woman ahead of her time and a trailblazer in so many ways, making her a
very worthy Women’s History Exhibit candidate.

Submitted by: Diane Imrie,

Executive Director, Northwestern Ontario Sports Hall of Fame

219 May Street South, Thunder Bay ON P7E 1B5

Phone: (807) 622-2852 Fax: (807) 622-2736 email: dimrie@tbaytel.net



Ruth Black was a standout
athlete from the 1920s to 40s,
participating in a variety of
different sports.

Formidable “Y” Defence to Play (428
Against South Ends Here Tonight

HELEN GERRY \"L‘-ZJ,IVZB RUTH BLACK

Fair defence players of the Fort William Y.M.C.A. Girls’ hockey
team who will appear against the Port Arthur South Ends in a Thunder
Bay league match at the local arena tonight at eight o'clock. .They are
a formidable pair.  Helen Gerry, left, is one of the best puck carrisrs in
the league, while Ruth Black, right, packs the wickedest shot.

Ruth Black had a strong equestrian
background which came in handy
when she helped stop a team of
runaway horses at the CLE in 1947
which earned her a national award
for bravery.
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Ruth Black spent close to 40 years
working in the mental health care
community of Thunder Bay, starting
at the Ontario Hospital Farm in 1936
as a secretary and making her way up
to Administrative Assistant with the
Lakehead Psychiatric Hospital (LPH)
retiring in 1973.

Additional information about her
contributions to the LPH can be found
in the excerpts from the publication
Lakehead Psychiatric Hospital 1934-
2004 From Institution to Community —
A Transformation of Psychiatric
Services which is included as an
attachment to this submission.




Ruth Black was a role model for young women and
enjoyed sharing her story with them whenever she could,
always encouraging them to not let barriers stand in their
way of pursuing their goals.

Her legacy of helping her community continues to this
day through various educational bursaries and the Ruth
Black Endowment Fund which is administered by the
Thunder Bay Community Foundation.
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- Vaulting the age gap

Avonlea Martin, 12, left, and Lisa Boland, 13, both
of Prospect Avenue school chat with 77-year-old
Ruth Black Tuesday. Black was at the school —
along with other seniors who have left a mark on the
local sports scene — to speak about their experi-
ences. Black was inducted into the Northwestern

Ontario Sports Hall of Fame in 1985 as a local all-
round athlete in the 1930s and ‘40s, and was keen on
in ladies softball, horse riding and motorcycles. The
event was sponsored by the Thunder Bay Council on

‘Positive Aging in co-operation with the Sports Hal}

of Fame and the Lakehead Board of Education.
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